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(57) ABSTRACT

Nodes of a tree are dynamically generated. A user may
specify that a node should have a separate child node for each
unique value that occurs in a particular column of a relational
table. A user may specify that a node should have a separate
child node for each range of values in a user-specified set of
ranges. Child nodes of a particular node may be dynamically
determined and displayed by querying one or more relational
tables for records that satisfy all of the criteria that are implied
by that particular node and that particular node’s parents. As
a result of the foregoing techniques, users are not forced to
create a tree node-by-node; instead, users can specify criteria
based on which a whole level of nodes should be created, and
a whole level of nodes may be added to a tree based on those
criteria.
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HIERARCHY NODES DERIVED BASED ON
PARENT/CHILD FOREIGN KEY AND/OR
RANGE VALUES ON PARENT NODE

The present application claims priority under 35 U.S.C.
§120 as a continuation-in-part of U.S. patent application Ser.
No. 11/939,505; which was filed on Nov. 13, 2007 now U.S.
Pat. No. 7,788,305; which is titled “HIERARCHY NODES
DERIVED BASED ON PARENT/CHILD FOREIGN KEY
AND/OR RANGE VALUES ON PARENT NODE;” and the
contents of which are incorporated by reference herein.

FIELD OF THE INVENTION

Embodiments of the invention described herein relate to
databases, and, more specifically, to techniques for storing
hierarchical data within a relational database system.

BACKGROUND

Large projects, inventories, and organizations typically
necessitate a correspondingly large information infrastruc-
ture. This information infrastructure often includes large
amounts of data that can be represented logically in a hierar-
chical fashion. For example, a book store may electronically
organize its inventory hierarchically (e.g., first by genre, then
by author, then by title). Hierarchical data structures are also
used elsewhere to organize data (e.g., project scheduling,
organizational charts, etc.).

Organizing data in a hierarchical fashion is commonly
handled by storing the data in tree data structures. Tree man-
agement software allows users to store hierarchically orga-
nized data as logical trees in relational databases. For
example, using tree management software, a user can define
an organizational chart for his business that shows, for each
department of the business, which employees work in that
department. To do so, the user specifies parent-child relation-
ships between database entries. A parent-child relationship
defines the connection between an upper-level node in the tree
with the node’s direct descendants. After parent-child rela-
tionships have been defined, nodes can be inserted into the
tree.

A book store inventory example might be considered for
illustrative purposes. A book store inventory can be stored in
a tree-like structure. To store such a structure, a user uses tree
management software to define the tree data structure, includ-
ing parent-child relationships between nodes. The tree data
structure for the book store inventory begins with a root node
that represents the overall book store inventory. Underneath
the root node, the user can use the tree management software
to subdivide the inventory into genres by creating child nodes
representing specific genres of books (e.g., “fiction,” “his-
tory,” “fantasy,” etc.). The user can then categorize the inven-
tory according to author name by creating, under each of the
genre nodes, child nodes that represent authors. At the lowest
level of the tree, the user defines what a leaf node looks like
(e.g., anode that lists a book title, price, and availability) and
then adds leafnodes to the tree based on what is actually in the
book store’s physical inventory.

Large organizations often use more than one separate hier-
archical structure to represent and manage different sets of
related information. For example, cost information, schedul-
ing information, and work flow data may be related to each
other in the real-world, yet each set of information is often
stored in a separate hierarchical structure. For instance, a
business accounting department may need access to schedul-
ing, resources, and labor costs, to insure that sufficient funds
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are available to meet payroll. Unfortunately, for a variety of
reasons (e.g., confidentiality and data management), busi-
nesses often use disparate hierarchical structures to represent
disparate data.

These approaches suffer from some problems. Typically,
for each node in a hierarchy, the parent-child relationship
information is physically stored in a location separate from
the underlying data sources. This can become expensive in
terms of the computer resources used. In other words, storing
all children for a parent in a separate hierarchy becomes
expensive storage-space wise. It is also often labor-intensive
to maintain the same information in separate locations.

Current hierarchical data representations and approaches
for managing such data representations suffer from a number
of disadvantages that become apparent as the size and com-
plexity of those representations increase. For example, sched-
uling software might be used to manage project deadlines.
When a single job or operation within the hierarchy is modi-
fied, delayed, or canceled, the estimated start and completion
dates of all subsequent operations might need to be re-com-
puted serially before the final completion date of the project
can be made available. Similarly, should the cost of any
individual sub-assembly of a larger manufactured item
change, the cost of an entire item that includes that sub-
assembly might need to be re-calculated by traversing the
entire hierarchical structure and re-computing all costs in the
structure to account for the changed cost of the sub-assembly.
Since hierarchical structures may include thousands of nodes,
this approach can be both time-consuming and a less-than-
optimal use of computing resources.

These problems become further compounded when data is
drawn from multiple sources. In the end, the same set of data
ends up being stored in multiple locations. Storing such data
in multiple locations adds search complexity and wastes com-
puting resources.

Data management approaches such as those discussed
above are very cumbersome. These approaches often require
the user to enter each leaf node manually into the tree. Often,
employee information is stored in multiple databases; for
example, employee information may be stored in a human
resources database and also in an organizational flowchart
database. An employee might share responsibilities between
two separate departments and, as a result, might need to be
added to multiple locations in the same tree. Adding the
employee’s information to each separate database or under
each separate department becomes redundant.

The approaches described in this section are approaches
that could be pursued, but not necessarily approaches that
have been previously conceived or pursued. Therefore, unless
otherwise indicated, it should not be assumed that any of the
approaches described in this section qualify as prior art
merely by virtue of their inclusion in this section.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

The present invention is illustrated by way of example, and
not by way of limitation, in the figures of the accompanying
drawings and in which like reference numerals refer to similar
elements and in which:

FIG. 1 illustrates an example of a tree in which at least
some of the tree’s nodes are dynamically generated based on
different data sources, according to an embodiment of the
invention;

FIG. 2 is block diagram of a computer system upon which
embodiments of the invention may be implemented; and
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FIG. 3 is a flow diagram that illustrates a technique accord-
ing to an embodiment of the invention.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

In the following description, for the purposes of explana-
tion, numerous specific details are set forth in orderto provide
a thorough understanding of the present invention. It will be
apparent, however, that the present invention may be prac-
ticed without these specific details. In other instances, well-
known structures and devices are shown in block diagram
form in order to avoid unnecessarily obscuring the present
invention.

Overview

According to one embodiment of the invention, at least
some of the nodes of a tree are dynamically generated based
on (a) foreign key relationships between different data
sources and/or (b) user-specified ranges. For example, a user
might specify that a particular node in a tree (or each node in
a particular level of a tree) should have a separate child node
for each unique value that occurs in a particular column (e.g.,
a foreign key column) of a specified relational table. For
another example, a user might specify that a particular node in
atree (or each node in a particular level of a tree) should have
a separate child node for each range of values (either numeric
or non-numeric) in a user-specified set of ranges. Child nodes
of a particular node may be dynamically determined by que-
rying one or more relational tables for records that satisfy all
of'the criteria that are implied by that particular node and that
particular node’s parents. A tree structure that is dynamically
generated in this manner may be graphically displayed to a
user. As a result of the foregoing techniques, users are not
forced to create a tree node-by-node; instead, users can
specify criteria based on which a whole level of nodes should
be created, and a whole level of nodes may be added to a tree
based on those criteria.

Dynamically Deriving Nodes of a Tree

According to one embodiment of the invention, a user
defines a tree structure by specitying, for each of two or more
levels of the tree, a separate data source for that level. Differ-
ent levels may be associated with different data sources. For
example, each data source may be a separate relational table
in a relational database. Each data source contains some data
that relates records in that data source to records in another
data source. For example, a first relational table might contain
records for shoes. Each record in the first relational table
might contain a field that specifies a shoe model. In a second
relational table, each record might also contain a field that
specifies a shoe model. The first relational table’s records that
have the same shoe model as the second relational table’s
records are related. Such a relationship between two rela-
tional tables may be designated in a relational database sys-
tem using foreign keys, for example.

FIG. 3 is a flow diagram that illustrates an example of a
technique for performing an embodiment of the invention. In
one embodiment of the invention, a user specifies a data
source for a tree level using an application-presented graphi-
cal user interface that exposes multiple controls from which
the user can select (block 302). For example, first, the user
may select a control that creates a new tree. In response to the
user’s selection of the control, an application presents a new
root node of a new tree in the graphical user interface (block
304). The root node is at the first level of the tree.
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Next, the user may select a control that adds another level
to the tree (block 306). In response to the user’s selection of
the control, the application asks the user to specify a data
source for that level (block 308). The user might specify that
the data source for that level is a first relational database table
(block 310). The application asks the user to specify a set of
one or more fields that should be used to classify the nodes on
that level (block 312). The user might specify that a first field
(e.g., afirst column) in each record of the first relational table
should be used to classify the nodes on that level (block 314).
In response, the application dynamically generates a separate
child node of the root node for each unique value (or unique
set of values) that occurs in the specified field (or specified set
of fields) of the first relational table (block 316). The appli-
cation displays the newly created child nodes as children of
the root node in the graphical user interface (block 318). The
application labels each such child node with the unique value
to which that child node corresponds. The newly created child
nodes are at the second level of the tree, and are children of the
previously created root node.

For example, in the first relational table, one of the columns
might specify a shoe model. The user might specify that the
shoe model field is the field based on which nodes in the
second level should be classified. Several of the records in the
first relational table might have a value of “A” in the shoe
model field. Several of the records in the first relational table
might have a value of “B” in the shoe model field. Several of
the records in the first relational table might have a value of
“C” in the shoe model field. Assuming that the values “A,”
“B,” and “C” are the only values that occur in the shoe model
field in the first relational table, the application generates
three child nodes at level two of the tree: one node labeled
“A.” one node labeled “B,” and one node labeled “C.”

Next, the user may select, again, the control that adds
another level to the tree (block 320). In response to the user’s
selection of the control, the application asks the user to
specify a data source for that level (block 322). The user might
specify that the data source for that level is a second relational
database table that is different from the first relational table
(block 324). The application asks the user to specify a set of
one or more fields that should be used to classify the nodes on
that level (block 326). The user might specify that a first field
(e.g., a first column) in each record of the second relational
table should be used to classify the nodes on that level (block
328). In response, for each second-level node, the application
dynamically generates a separate child node of that second-
level node for each unique value (or unique set of values) that
occurs in the specified field (or specified set of fields) of the
second relational table (block 330). The application displays
the newly created child nodes as children of the second-level
nodes in the graphical user interface (block 332). The appli-
cation labels each such child node with the unique value to
which that child node corresponds. The newly created child
nodes are at the third level of the tree, and are children of the
previously created second-level nodes.

For example, in the second relational table, one of the
columns might specify a shoe size. The user might specify
that the shoe size field is the field based on which nodes in the
third level should be classified. Several of the records in the
second relational table might have a value of “10” in the shoe
size field. Several of the records in the second relational table
might have avalue of “12” in the shoe size field. Several of the
records in the second relational table might have a value of
“14” in the shoe size field. Assuming that the values “10 ,”
“12,” and “14” are the only values that occur in the shoe size
field in the second relational table, the application generates,
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at level three of the tree, three child nodes of each second-
level node: one node labeled “10,” one node labeled “12,” and
one node labeled “14.”

With the tree so created, the user may select one of the
third-level nodes to cause the application to dynamically gen-
erate and present child nodes of that third-level node (block
334). For example, to select a particular third-level node, the
user might double-click on the particular third-level node. In
response, the application may query the second relational
table (the data source specified for the third level) for all
records that (a) have the particular third-level node’s shoe size
value in the shoe size field (the classification field specified
for the third level) and also (b) have, in a shoe model field (the
classification field specified for the second level), a shoe
model value that matches the shoe model value of the parent
of the particular third-level node (block 336). For example,
assuming that the particular third-level node’s shoe size value
is “10,” and assuming that the parent of the particular third-
level node’s shoe model value is “A,” then, for each record in
the second relational table that has both (a) a value of “10” in
that record’s shoe size field and (b) a value of “A” in that
record’s shoe model field, the application generates and pre-
sents a separate fourth-level child node of the particular third-
level node based on that record (block 338). Each such node
may be labeled with all of the data from the corresponding
record (e.g., shoe color, unit number, etc.) in the correspond-
ing data source. Each such fourth-level node might represent
a separate physical pairs of shoes in a shoe store’s inventory,
for example.

In one embodiment of the invention, these nodes are gen-
erated dynamically based on whatever data currently exists in
the specified data sources. If the data in the specified data
sources changes, then the displayed tree, when generated and
displayed, automatically reflects the changed data. For
example, if a particular record is removed from the second
relational table, then, when the child nodes of a particular
third-level node are next generated and displayed, no node
will be generated and displayed for the removed record. Simi-
larly, if a particular record is added to the second relational
table, then, when the child nodes of a particular third-level
node are next generated and displayed, a node for the particu-
lar record will be generated and displayed, assuming that the
node for the particular record actually qualifies as a child of
the particular third-level node.

Beneficially, defining and creating a tree structure in the
manner discussed above relieves the user from the require-
ment of manually adding each individual node to the tree
separately. Instead of adding each node to the tree individu-
ally, a user can specify a whole class of nodes to place in the
tree (e.g., at a particular level) by specifying the column(s) of
arelational table whose value(s) should be used to classify the
nodes to be added. Additionally, in one embodiment of the
invention, the user can also add nodes to the tree in an indi-
vidual manner at any level of a tree, including at levels that
already contain dynamically generated nodes.

In one embodiment of the invention, nodes at multiple
levels of a tree may be determined dynamically in the level
described above. For example, the nodes at the second level of
atree may be dynamically generated based on values of a shoe
model field in a first relational table, while the nodes at the
third level of the same tree may be dynamically generated
based on values of a shoe size field in a second relational
table. This differs from approaches in which only leaf nodes
of'atree (i.e., only nodes at the bottom level of the tree) may
be dynamically generated.

Dynamic Range-Based Node Derivation

Asis discussed above, in one embodiment of the invention,
a user can define a manner in which nodes should be created
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at a particular tree level by specifying one or more fields of a
relational table or other data source. When this is done, a
separate node may be created automatically at the desired tree
level for each unique set of values that occur in the specified
field(s). Additionally or alternatively, in one embodiment of
the invention, a user can manually specity, in addition to one
or more field identifiers, one or more ranges of values for one
or more nodes in a tree. When the user does so, child nodes of
a particular node can be dynamically generated based on the
ranges that are specified in that parent node of those child
nodes.

For example, a user might specify that, in a particular level
of'atree, the nodes should be dynamically generated based on
the value of a shoe size field that is in each record of a
particular relational table. However, instead of letting the
application generate a separate node for each unique value
that occurs in the shoe size field in the table, the user may
specify a set of ranges for values for the shoe size field; each
range in the set of ranges may have a different upper bound
and lower bound. For example, the user might specify a set of
ranges that includes (a) a first range that covers values 1-5 of
the shoe size field, (b), a second range that covers values 6-10
of the shoe size field, and (c) a third range that covers values
11-15 of the shoe size field. As a result, three nodes would be
generated at the particular level (one for each range in the
user-specified set of ranges). In such an embodiment of the
invention, when the user selects a particular node to cause the
application to generate that particular node’s children
dynamically, the application will generate, as child nodes of
the particular node, only nodes for records whose shoe size
field values fall within the shoe size field range specified for
the particular node. For example, in one embodiment of the
invention, if the user double-clicks on a node for which a shoe
size value range of 6-10 has been specified, then the applica-
tion may query a specified relational table for all records
whose shoe size field values fall into the 6-10 range. The
application may dynamically generate and display a child
node for each such record that also satisfies the criteria speci-
fied in all ancestors of the selected node.

According to one embodiment of the invention, a user can
specify ranges at some levels of the tree and not at other levels
of'the tree. Under such circumstances, child nodes of a parent
node may be generated based on the ranges specified in the
parent node where such ranges are specified, and child nodes
of'a parent node may be generated based on unique values of
one or more fields specified in the parent node where such
ranges are not specified.

Node-Specific Data Sources

Asis discussed above, in one embodiment of the invention,
different levels of a tree can be generated dynamically based
on different data sources. For example, nodes of one level of
a tree might be generated dynamically based on values of
fields that occur in a first relational table, while nodes of
another level of that same tree might be generated dynami-
cally based onvalues offields that occur in a second relational
table, while nodes of yet another level of that same tree might
be generated dynamically based on values of fields that occur
in a third relational table. The fields in the first, second, and
third relational tables may differ, at least partially, from each
other.

However, in an alternative embodiment of the invention,
nodes within a particular level of a tree can be assigned to
separate data sources. For example, at a particular level of a
tree, a user might specify that a first node should be the parent
of nodes that are generated from records in a first relational
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table, while a second node should be the parent of nodes that
are generated from records in a second relational table. Thus,
in one embodiment of the invention, different criteria for
child node generation may be specified for different nodes,
even within the same tree level. In such an embodiment of the
invention, when a user requests to see the children of a node,
the application queries the specified data source (e.g., rela-
tional table) and generates child nodes of the selected node
based on the records that satisfy the query. Different child
node generation criteria may be specified for each separate
node of a tree, in one embodiment of the invention.

Example Dynamically Generated Tree

FIG. 1 illustrates an example of a tree 100 in which at least
some of the tree’s nodes are dynamically generated based on
different data sources, according to an embodiment of the
invention. Three levels of nodes are shown in tree 100. Node
102, the root node, occurs at the first level of the tree. Nodes
104-108 occur at the second level of the tree. Nodes 110-126
occur at the third level of the tree. Nodes 104-108 are the
children of node 102. Nodes 110-114 are the children of node
104. Nodes 116-120 are the children of node 106. Nodes
122-126 are the children of node 108.

In the example shown, the second-level nodes (nodes 104-
108) are associated with a first relational table, while the
third-level nodes (nodes 110-126) are associated with a sec-
ond relational table. In the example shown, each of nodes
104-108 is dynamically generated based on values of a shoe
model column in a first relational table; there is one node for
each unique value that occurs in the shoe model column of the
first relational table (although there may be multiple records
that have each such unique value). Thus, in order to generate
nodes 104-108, a user does not need to individually add each
of nodes 104-108 to tree 100; instead, a user can simply
specify that nodes at the second level are to be created based
on unique values in the shoe model column of the first rela-
tional table, and the application will automatically derive
nodes 104-108 from the records in the first relational table. In
one embodiment of the invention, nodes 104-108 are gener-
ated simultaneously and are added to tree 100 simultaneously,
rather than individually and at different times; because the
criteria for generating all of nodes 104-108 are specified and
available at one time, there is no reason to create nodes
104-108 at different times.

In the example shown, each of nodes 110-126 is dynami-
cally generated based on ranges of values in a shoe size
column of a second relational table; there is one node for each
range that a user specifies (although there may be multiple
records that have values that fall into each such range). For
example, nodes 110, 116, and 122 may correspond to shoe
size field values that fall into the 1-5 range, nodes 112, 118,
and 124 may correspond to shoe size field values that fall into
the 6-10 range, and nodes 114, 120, and 126 may correspond
to shoe size field values that fall into the 11-15 range. Thus,
for each range specified for the third level, a separate child
node may be dynamically generated at the third level for each
second-level node; each of second-level nodes 104-108 has a
node for shoe size range 1-5, a node for shoe size range 6-10,
and a node for shoe size range 11-15. The user does not need
to create each third-level node separately; instead, the appli-
cation may dynamically generate nodes 110-126 in response
to the user’s specification that the third-level nodes should be
generated based on a specified set of column(s) of a specified
relational table and the specified range(s). In one embodiment
of'the invention, nodes 110-126 are generated simultaneously
and are added to tree 100 simultaneously, rather than indi-
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vidually and at different times; because the criteria for gen-
erating all of nodes 110-126 are specified and available at one
time, there is no reason to create nodes 110-126 at different
times.

In one embodiment of the invention, in order to cause the
child nodes of any of nodes 110-126 to be generated dynami-
cally, a user double-clicks on one of nodes 110-126 in a
graphical user interface. When the user does so, the applica-
tion responsively queries one or more relational table to deter-
mine a set of records that satisty selection criteria that can be
implied from the selected node and the selected node’s ances-
tors. The application then generates and displays, in the
graphical user interface, a separate node for each record that
results from the query. For example, according to one
embodiment of the invention, if a user double-clicked onnode
110 in order to see the child nodes for node 110, then the
application would determine that the criteria associated with
node 110 include that all descendant nodes of node 110 must
correspond to records whose shoe size field values fall within
the 1-5 range. The application would further determine that
the criteria associated with node 104 (relevant because node
104 is an ancestor of node 110) include that all descendant
nodes of node 104 must correspond to records whose shoe
model field values are “A.” In this specific example, no crite-
ria are associated with root node 102. Thus, in order to gen-
erate the child nodes of node 110 dynamically, the application
would query the second relational table for all records that
both (a) have shoe size field values that fall within the 1-5
range and (b) have shoe model values that equal “A.” If the
query returned seven records, then the database server would
generate and display seven distinct child nodes of node 110 in
the graphical user interface. In one embodiment of the inven-
tion, each such child node indicates values from the record to
which that child node corresponds.

In one embodiment of the invention, a user can alternately
cause the descendants of any node to be shown (when the
descendants are current not displayed) or hidden (when the
descendants are currently displayed) by double clicking on
that node. In one embodiment of the invention, the descen-
dants of a node are dynamically generated based on current
data sources each time the display of the descendants of that
node is requested.

Hardware Overview

FIG. 2 is ablock diagram that illustrates a computer system
200 upon which an embodiment of the invention may be
implemented. Computer system 200 includes a bus 202 or
other communication mechanism for communicating infor-
mation, and a processor 204 coupled with bus 202 for pro-
cessing information. Computer system 200 also includes a
main memory 206, such as a random access memory (RAM)
or other dynamic storage device, coupled to bus 202 for
storing information and instructions to be executed by pro-
cessor 204. Main memory 206 also may be used for storing
temporary variables or other intermediate information during
execution of instructions to be executed by processor 204.
Computer system 200 further includes a read only memory
(ROM) 208 or other static storage device coupled to bus 202
for storing static information and instructions for processor
204. A storage device 210, such as a magnetic disk or optical
disk, is provided and coupled to bus 202 for storing informa-
tion and instructions.

Computer system 200 may be coupled via bus 202 to a
display 212, such as a cathode ray tube (CRT), for displaying
information to a computer user. An input device 214, includ-
ing alphanumeric and other keys, is coupled to bus 202 for
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communicating information and command selections to pro-
cessor 204. Another type of user input device is cursor control
216, such as a mouse, a trackball, or cursor direction keys for
communicating direction information and command selec-
tions to processor 204 and for controlling cursor movement
ondisplay 212. This input device typically has two degrees of
freedom in two axes, a first axis (e.g., X) and a second axis
(e.g.,y), that allows the device to specify positions in a plane.

The invention is related to the use of computer system 200
for implementing the techniques described herein. According
to one implementation of the invention, those techniques are
performed by computer system 200 in response to processor
204 executing one or more sequences of one or more instruc-
tions contained in main memory 206. Such instructions may
be read into main memory 206 from another machine-read-
able medium, such as storage device 210. Execution of the
sequences of instructions contained in main memory 206
causes processor 204 to perform the process steps described
herein. In alternative implementations, hard-wired circuitry
may be used in place of or in combination with software
instructions to implement the invention. Thus, implementa-
tions of the invention are not limited to any specific combi-
nation of hardware circuitry and software.

The term “machine-readable medium” as used herein
refers to any medium that participates in providing data that
causes a machine to operation in a specific fashion. In an
implementation implemented using computer system 200,
various machine-readable media are involved, for example, in
providing instructions to processor 204 for execution. Such a
medium may take many forms, including but not limited to,
non-volatile media, volatile media, and transmission media.
Non-volatile media includes, for example, optical or mag-
netic disks, such as storage device 210. Volatile media
includes dynamic memory, such as main memory 206. Trans-
mission media includes coaxial cables, copper wire and fiber
optics, including the wires that comprise bus 202. Transmis-
sion media can also take the form of acoustic or light waves,
such as those generated during radio-wave and infra-red data
communications. All such media must be tangible to enable
the instructions carried by the media to be detected by a
physical mechanism that reads the instructions into a
machine.

Common forms of machine-readable media include, for
example, a floppy disk, a flexible disk, hard disk, magnetic
tape, or any other magnetic medium, a CD-ROM, any other
optical medium, punchcards, papertape, any other physical
medium with patterns of holes, a RAM, a PROM, and
EPROM, a FLASH-EPROM, any other memory chip or car-
tridge, a carrier wave as described hereinafter, or any other
medium from which a computer can read.

Various forms of machine-readable media may be involved
in carrying one or more sequences of one or more instructions
to processor 204 for execution. For example, the instructions
may initially be carried on a magnetic disk of a remote com-
puter. The remote computer can load the instructions into its
dynamic memory and send the instructions over a telephone
line using a modem. A modem local to computer system 200
can receive the data on the telephone line and use an infra-red
transmitter to convert the data to an infra-red signal. An infra
-red detector can receive the data carried in the infra-red
signal and appropriate circuitry can place the data on bus 202.
Bus 202 carries the data to main memory 206, from which
processor 204 retrieves and executes the instructions. The
instructions received by main memory 206 may optionally be
stored on storage device 210 either before or after execution
by processor 204.
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Computer system 200 also includes a communication
interface 218 coupled to bus 202. Communication interface
218 provides a two-way data communication coupling to a
network link 220 that is connected to a local network 222. For
example, communication interface 218 may be an integrated
services digital network (ISDN) card or a modem to provide
a data communication connection to a corresponding type of
telephone line. As another example, communication interface
218 may be a local area network (LAN) card to provide a data
communication connection to a compatible LAN. Wireless
links may also be implemented. In any such implementation,
communication interface 218 sends and receives electrical,
electromagnetic or optical signals that carry digital data
streams representing various types of information.

Network link 220 typically provides data communication
through one or more networks to other data devices. For
example, network link 220 may provide a connection through
local network 222 to a host computer 224 or to data equip-
ment operated by an Internet Service Provider (ISP) 226. ISP
226 in turn provides data communication services through the
world wide packet data communication network now com-
monly referred to as the “Internet” 228. Local network 222
and Internet 228 both use electrical, electromagnetic or opti-
cal signals that carry digital data streams. The signals through
the various networks and the signals on network link 220 and
through communication interface 218, which carry the digital
data to and from computer system 200, are exemplary forms
of carrier waves transporting the information.

Computer system 200 can send messages and receive data,
including program code, through the network(s), network
link 220 and communication interface 218. In the Internet
example, a server 230 might transmit a requested code for an
application program through Internet 228, ISP 226, local
network 222 and communication interface 218.

The received code may be executed by processor 204 as it
is received, and/or stored in storage device 210, or other
non-volatile storage for later execution. In this manner, com-
puter system 200 may obtain application code in the form of
a carrier wave.

In the foregoing specification, implementations of the
invention have been described with reference to numerous
specific details that may vary from implementation to imple-
mentation. Thus, the sole and exclusive indicator of what is
the invention, and is intended by the applicants to be the
invention, is the set of claims that issue from this application,
in the specific form in which such claims issue, including any
subsequent correction. Any definitions expressly set forth
herein for terms contained in such claims shall govern the
meaning of such terms as used in the claims. Hence, no
limitation, element, property, feature, advantage or attribute
that is not expressly recited in a claim should limit the scope
of'such claim in any way. The specification and drawings are,
accordingly, to be regarded in an illustrative rather than a
restrictive sense.

What is claimed is:

1. A computer-implemented method comprising steps of:

receiving user-specified criteria comprising a first column
of a first database table stored in a database, and a set of
user-specified ranges comprising two or more user-
specified ranges for values of the first column;

in response to receiving the user-specified criteria, adding,
to a tree structure, a first new subtree comprising a first
set of nodes, wherein each node in the first set of nodes
corresponds to a particular user-specified range of the set
of user-specified ranges for the first column;
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displaying the tree structure with the first new subtree;

after displaying the tree structure with the first new subtree,

receiving additional user input identifying a user-se-
lected node of the first set of nodes that corresponds to a
particular range of the set of user-specified ranges;
in response to receiving the additional user input identify-
ing the user-selected node after displaying the tree struc-
ture with the first new subtree, identifying records in the
database that match the particular range corresponding
to the user-selected node, generating a second set of
nodes based on a set of second field values for a second
column of the identified records, and adding, to the tree
structure, a second new subtree that descends from the
user-selected node, the second new subtree comprising
the second set of nodes;
after adding the second new subtree to the tree structure,
displaying, in the tree structure, the second new subtree;

wherein the hierarchical parent-child relationship between
the second set of nodes and the user-selected node of the
first set of nodes is not generated or stored before the
additional user input identifying the user-selected node
is received;

wherein the steps are performed by one or more computing

devices.

2. The method of claim 1, wherein adding, to the tree
structure, the second new subtree comprising the second set
of'nodes comprises adding a separate node to the second set of
nodes for each record that matches the particular range of the
user-selected node.

3. The method of claim 1:

wherein the first set of nodes are at a first hierarchical level

of the tree structure; and

wherein the second set of nodes are ata second hierarchical

level of the tree structure.

4. The method of claim 3, further comprising:

determining nodes at a third level of the tree structure based

at least in part on values that occur in a third field of a
third database table.

5. The method of claim 1, further comprising:

adding two or more nodes to a first level of the tree struc-

ture;

associating a second user-selected node of the set of the

first set of nodes with a different column than the second
column associated with the user-selected node;

adding, to the tree structure, a third new subtree that

descends from the second user-selected node such that
the third new subtree is at a same hierarchical level as the
second new subtree descending from the user-selected
node;

displaying the tree structure with the third new subtree.

6. The method of claim 1, further comprising:

determining, at a first time, the second set of nodes of the

second new subtree based at least in part on contents of
the first database table and the second database table at
the first time;
wherein the tree structure to which the second new subtree
has been added is displayed at the first time;

determining, at a second time that occurs after the first
time, and based at least in part on contents of the first
database table and the second database table at the sec-
ond time, an updated second new subtree comprising an
updated second set of nodes; and

displaying the updated second new subtree at the second

time;

wherein the second set of nodes determined at the first time

differs from the updated second set of nodes determined
at the second time.
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7. The method of claim 1, further comprising:

adding two or more nodes simultaneously to a first level of
the tree structure in response to receiving user input that
specifies criteria for generating the two or more nodes;
and

adding, to each node in the first level of the tree structure,

simultaneously, two or more child nodes in response to
receiving user input that specifies criteria for generating
all of the child nodes.

8. The method of claim 1, wherein the second column is a
column of a second database table stored in the database that
is related to the first database table by a foreign key column.

9. A machine-readable non-transitory storage medium
storing instructions which, when executed by one or more
processors, cause the one or more processors to perform
certain steps comprising:

receiving user-specified criteria comprising a first column

of a first database table stored in a database, and a set of
user-specified ranges comprising two or more user-
specified ranges for values of the first column;

in response to receiving the user-specified criteria, adding

to a tree structure, a first new subtree comprising a first
set of nodes, wherein each node in the first set of nodes
corresponds to a particular user-specified range of the set
of user-specified ranges for the first column;
displaying the tree structure with the first new subtree;
after displaying the tree structure with the first new subtree,
receiving additional user input identifying a user-se-
lected node of the first set of nodes that corresponds to a
particular range of the set of user-specified ranges;
in response to receiving the additional user input identify-
ing the user-selected node after displaying the tree struc-
ture with the first new subtree, identifying records in the
database that match the particular range corresponding
to the user-selected node, generating a second set of
nodes based on a set of second field values for a second
column of the identified records, and adding, to the tree
structure, a second new subtree that descends from the
user-selected node, the second new subtree comprising
the second set of nodes;
after adding the second new subtree to the tree structure,
displaying, in the tree structure, the second new subtree;

wherein the hierarchical parent-child relationship between
the second set of nodes and the user-selected node of the
first set of nodes is not generated or stored before the
additional user input identifying the user-selected node
is received.

10. The machine-readable non-transitory storage medium
of claim 9, wherein adding, to the tree structure, the second
new subtree comprising the second set of nodes comprises
adding a separate node to the second set of nodes for each
record that matches the particular range of the user-selected
node.

11. The machine-readable non-transitory storage medium
of claim 9, wherein:

wherein the first set of nodes are at a first hierarchical level

of the tree structure; and

wherein the second set of nodes are at a second hierarchical

level of the tree structure.

12. The machine-readable non-transitory storage medium
of claim 11, wherein the steps further comprise:

determining nodes at a third level ofthe tree structure based

at least in part on values that occur in a third field of a
third database table.

13. The machine-readable non-transitory storage medium
of claim 9, wherein the steps further comprise:
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adding two or more nodes to a first level of the tree struc-
ture;

associating a second user-selected node of the set of the
first set of nodes with a different column than the second
column associated with the user-selected node;

adding, to the tree structure, a third new subtree that
descends from the second user-selected node such that
the third new subtree is at a same hierarchical level as the
second new subtree descending from the user-selected
node;

displaying the tree structure with the third new subtree.

14. The machine-readable non-transitory storage medium

of claim 9, wherein the steps further comprise:

determining, at a first time, the second set of nodes of the
second new subtree based at least in part on contents of
the first database table and the second database table at
the first time;

wherein the tree structure to which the second new subtree
has been added is displayed at the first time;

determining, at a second time that occurs after the first
time, and based at least in part on contents of the first
database table and the second database table at the sec-
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ond time, an updated second new subtree comprising an
updated second set of nodes; and
displaying the updated second new subtree at the second
time;
wherein the second set of nodes determined at the first time
differs from the updated second set of nodes determined
at the second time.
15. The machine-readable non-transitory storage medium
of claim 9, wherein the steps further comprise:
adding two or more nodes simultaneously to a first level of
the tree structure in response to receiving user input that
specifies criteria for generating the two or more nodes;
and
adding, to each node in the first level of the tree structure,
simultaneously, two or more child nodes in response to
receiving user input that specifies criteria for generating
all of the child nodes.
16. The machine-readable non-transitory storage medium
of claim 9, wherein the second column is a column of a second

20 database table stored in the database that is related to the first

database table by a foreign key column.
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